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Abstract:
This article offers a critical review of the recently published Green Bible (HarperCollins, 2008), a ‘green-letter edition’ intended to enable readers to discover the Bible’s message concerning humanity’s duty to care for creation. Despite the often valuable and stimulating essays and study materials that surround the ‘green-letter edition’ of the biblical text, the idea at the heart of the project is deeply flawed. It fails to do justice to the fact that the biblical material is, as on other ethical issues, profoundly ambivalent, requiring careful and constructive interpretation which is, in turn, open to debate and contestation. Concepts such as stewardship, which are presented here as simply what the Bible teaches, are interpretative constructions whose hermeneutical and ethical value may be questioned. A coherent ‘green’ message cannot come simply from lining up supposedly relevant biblical texts but only from creative and constructive interpretation of the Bible.
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One of the most notable recent events in Bible publishing was the appearance in 2008 of The Green Bible, published by HarperCollins.​[1]​ Promoted through a website and linked video,​[2]​ with a number of prominent contributors​[3]​ and impeccable green credentials,​[4]​ its aim is to make clear the Bible’s message concerning creation and our duty to care for it. As the Preface puts it: 
Our role in creation’s care may be a new question unique to our place in history, but the Bible turns out to be amazingly relevant. In fact, it is almost as if it were waiting for this moment to speak to us. With over a thousand references to the earth and caring for creation in the Bible, the message is clear: all in God’s creation – nature, animals, humanity – are inextricably linked to one another. As God cares for all of creation, so we cannot love one dimension without caring for the others. We are called to care for all God has made (p. I-15).​[5]​
Containing the text of the NRSV translation, the main way in which The Green Bible fulfills this aim is by printing in green ink ‘passages speaking directly to the project’s core mission’; it is ‘a green-letter edition’ (p. I-15). These ‘green’ passages were selected, we are told, ‘with great care’, with the intention not of including every possible passage or occurrence of relevant words, but of choosing passages ‘based on how well they demonstrate: how God and Jesus interact with, care for, and are intimately involved with all of creation’; ‘how all the elements of creation – land, water, air, plants, animals, humans – are interdependent’; ‘how nature responds to God’; and ‘how we are called to care for creation’ (p. I-16).
	Alongside this ‘green-letter edition’, the heart of the publication, are various other materials. The volume opens with a series of short essays: an introduction by Dave Bookless, then pieces from Calvin DeWitt, John Paul II, Brian McLaren, Ellen Bernstein, Ellen Davis, James Jones, N.T. Wright, Barbara Taylor, and Gordon Aeschliman. Some of these are adapted from previous publications (sometimes with slightly insufficient care)​[6]​ while others are evidently written specially for The Green Bible. Following these essays is a compilation of ‘teachings on creation through the ages’, compiled by Matthew Sleeth, which presents short and thought-provoking extracts from the Apostles’ Creed (said to date ‘from the first century’) right through to contemporary authors. At the end of the volume a ‘Green Bible Trail Guide’ presents a series of Bible studies on ‘six green themes that appear throughout the biblical narrative’ (p. 1221). Then a resource guide sets out practical advice on caring for creation and lists many relevant organisations and available resources. A ‘Green Subject Index’ lists biblical references under headings beginning with agriculture, air, animals, and so on; and finally a short concordance provides references under a much wider number of headings (though it is hard to see the reasons for selection or the green relevance of these).
	These supplementary materials together constitute a valuable and stimulating resource. Inevitably, informed readers will find plenty they might wish to dispute, and assertions about which they remain unconvinced (a point to which we shall return), but on the whole this collection of resources is warmly to be welcomed, at least by those of us who share a sense of urgency and priority concerning the need to address the environmental problems which now confront us. Indeed, insofar as this publication marks, and contributes to, a growing – if not uncontested – move towards the greening of the churches in general and of Evangelicalism in particular it is good news indeed.
	However, despite welcoming the environmental commitment that The Green Bible embodies and promotes, I find at the heart of the publication — the ‘green-letter edition’ itself — what seems to me a deeply and inevitably flawed view of what the Bible contains and how it can function. Exploring why I consider this the case is the main purpose of this short essay.
1. The Bible’s ‘message’ is ambivalent
One reason why highlighting in green texts which relate to the earth fails to fulfill the aims of The Green Bible is that, on this issue as on many others, what the texts say is diverse and profoundly ambivalent. The point can be illustrated by considering a different issue, that of slavery. Imagine a ‘slavery Bible’, one which highlighted passages apparently relevant to this issue. There would be some places where the message appeared to be one of freedom and equality, support for an anti-slavery lobby (e.g., Deut 23.15-16; 1 Cor 7.22-23; Gal 3.28). But there would also be many passages that legitimated slavery as an acceptable part of the structures of household and national life, thus lending weight to the arguments of the pro-slavery camp (e.g., Lev 25.44-46; Col 3.22–4.1; Eph 6.5-9; 1 Tim 6.1-2). Indeed, as Wayne Meeks has persuasively suggested, the pro-slavery advocates would probably turn out to have the better exegesis on their side, however morally unacceptable we now find their position.​[7]​ Whether Meeks is right or wrong on that particular point, the ambivalence of the biblical material on issues like slavery, as well as women’s rights, human sexuality, abortion, and so on, is not difficult to demonstrate.​[8]​ 
	The same goes for the Bible’s message about the environment. There are, to be sure, many long-neglected texts that highlight the interconnectedness between humanity and the land (an OT theme highlighted in Ellen Davis’s excellent essay), and others which emphatically include the whole creation in God’s redeeming purposes (most notably Rom 8.19-23, on which N.T. Wright offers a fine exposition, and Col 1.15-20, mentioned by Wright and by James Jones [pp. I-70-71, I-80]). Yet there are also texts whose ‘message’ about the earth is less self-evidently eco-friendly. To pick a key example, to which we shall return, does Gen 1.26-28 (highlighted in green) necessarily indicate that humans should see themselves as responsible stewards of creation, or might the text legitimate more aggressive and self-serving forms of domination? Eschatological texts raise equally difficult questions. Does the insistence that ‘the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fire, being kept until the day of judgment’ (2 Pet 3.7, also highlighted in green!) clearly teach a responsibility to preserve the earth? And what does it mean when believers are urged, just a few verses later (not highlighted in green) to ‘hasten’ the coming of the day of God, when ‘the elements will melt with fire’ (2 Pet 3.12)? Mark 13.31 (not highlighted in green) similarly appears to suggest that ‘heaven and earth will pass away [pareleusontai]’. Despite attempts to reinterpret the language of cosmic catastrophe and to insist that the biblical picture is one of transformation not destruction, it seems, rather like the treatment of slavery, that best exegesis is likely to support the view that some kind of real cosmic collapse is indeed in view in such texts, whatever the difficulties that causes for us.​[9]​ A good many of these texts are, nonetheless, highlighted in green (e.g., Isa 24.19-20; Joel 2.30-31; Zeph 1.2-3; Mark 13.24-25; Heb 12.26; Rev 6.14). In other words, despite the fact that the editors of this ‘green letter edition’ have selected passages carefully, intending to choose only those that support the message of care for creation, even these passages present a mixed, complex and ambivalent set of materials. It is by no means clear that a reader who worked through all the ‘green’ passages would find the ‘right’ message.
2. The Bible requires interpretation
The conviction underlying the ‘green-letter edition’, then, is that the Bible can deliver a clear and unambiguous message concerning humanity’s relation to creation. All that is needed is to highlight the relevant texts. The assumption is that the texts can speak for themselves, a doctrine of scripture reflective of evangelical fundamentalism. Thus Wayne Grudem summarises the task of systematic theology as follows: ‘systematic theology involves collecting and understanding all the relevant passages in the Bible on various topics and then summarising their teachings clearly so that we know what to believe’.​[10]​
However, as the previous point has already attempted to show, simply lining up relevant biblical passages cannot generate a clear and consistent message, certainly not on an issue like the environment, where the gap between ancient and modern societies is wide in all sorts of ways and where any meaningful ethics require the input of modern science. A message only emerges when an interpreter makes an attempt to articulate what (in their view) the text says.​[11]​ This becomes more pernicious when the interpreter conceals the fact that they are interpreting behind a claim simply to be indicating what the Bible actually says or teaches.
	A return to the infamous passage in Gen 1.26-28 well illustrates the point. At least since Lynn White’s classic critique of the impact of the Western Christian tradition in causing our ‘ecologic crisis’, there has been intensive debate about the meaning of this text, and whether it does or not does legitimate aggressive human domination of the earth.​[12]​ The assumption of The Green Bible is clearly that it does not, but instead teaches a human responsibility to care for the earth as stewards (and hence can be highlighted in green). Indeed, the conviction that stewardship is central to the Bible’s teaching about humanity’s relationship to the earth runs through many of the essays in the volume. Calvin DeWitt, for example, asserts that the Bible ‘shows that dominion means responsible stewardship. God gave humans a special role and responsibility as stewards of his creation’ (p. I-26). One of the themes picked out in the ‘Trail Guide’ Bible studies is that we ‘are meant to live… as stewards of creation’, and the questions for reflection indicate that the image of dominion has been liable to be ‘misunderstood’. Indeed, ‘[t]his stewardship role’, we are told, ‘is important enough that it is mentioned several times in the creation narrative’ (p. 1226). The only contributor to (gently) question the stewardship image is Barbara Taylor, who notes that it can be based on a motivation of fear and can regard the earth as ‘natural resources’ which are protected because we need them to live, rather than because of any intrinsic value of their own (p. I-89). Taylor briefly points to two other ‘biblical models for dominion’, one based on the priestly idea of offering creation back to God, the other on the gratuitous and indiscriminate love of God, which it is our task to imitate (pp. I-89-90).
Yet it should be clear that stewardship (Gk. oikonomia) is an interpretation of what the biblical texts say, and a contestable one at that. For a start, even some biblical scholars committed to the ecojustice cause insist that the language of Gen 1.26-28 (which does not mention stewardship as such) cannot be so easily softened and redeemed. According to Norman Habel, it does indicate ‘harsh control’ and is ‘overtly hierarchical: humans are authorized to rule other creatures and to subdue Earth’.​[13]​ Moreover, as John Reumann points out, stewardship terminology as such is little used in the Bible,​[14]​ and ‘[t]here are virtually no Old Testament roots for what the New Testament and Church Fathers did with the oikonomia theme’ (p. 16). ‘It cannot be claimed that oikonomia constitutes a major New Testament theme’ (p. 18).Where this imagery does occur, it does not relate to human responsibility for non-human creation. In other words, nowhere does the Bible say that humans are appointed stewards of creation. 
Furthermore, there are other models of the human-nature relationship that might also be developed from the biblical material, and critical questions to be posed about the value of the stewardship model.​[15]​ As Clare Palmer has suggested, it is an image primarily based on financial and other forms of delegated responsibility and which contains various negative implications; the steward is someone given charge of the owner’s property (e.g., Luke 16.1-8). ‘The political message encoded in stewardship’, Palmer argues, ‘is one of power and oppression; of server and served’.​[16]​ Moreover, various ecologically problematic assumptions seem to underlie the concept: ‘a strong sense of humanity’s separation from the rest of the world’; the idea ‘that the natural world is a human resource, that humans are really in control of nature, that nature is dependent on humanity for its management’ (pp. 77-78). In short, according to Palmer, it amounts to an anthropocentric and patronising ethic (pp. 81-84). Richard Bauckham similarly asks whether 
the image of stewardship [is] still too freighted with the baggage of the modern project of technological domination of nature. Can we entirely free it of the implication that nature is always better off when managed by us, that nature needs our benevolent intrusions, that it is our job to turn the whole world into a well-tended garden inhabited by well-cared-for pets?​[17]​
None of this is intended to deny that the view of humans as called to be stewards of creation can be constructed from the Bible, and that this is one possible model for a environmentally-sensitive theology. But it is an interpretation, and one which builds much on certain texts (notably Gen 2.15, despite the fact that this relates to the garden of Eden, from which the human is soon expelled [Gen 3.24]), and which pushes the meaning of other texts (‘subdue and rule’ in Gen 1.28) in a particular direction. In Ernst Conradie’s terms, stewardship is a ‘doctrinal key’ or ‘doctrinal construct’, something which is made in the process by which contemporary readers find meaning in the ancient text. As such, these doctrinal constructs
provide a strategy to identify both the meaning of the contemporary context and of the Biblical texts. They therefore (and simultaneously) enable the interpreter also to establish a link between text and contemporary context. Doctrinal constructs are not only employed to find similarities but to construct similarities, to make things similar, if necessary. The scope of such doctrinal constructs is often quite comprehensive: they purport to provide a clue to the core meaning of the contemporary context as a whole and the Biblical text as a whole.​[18]​
Conradie rightly identifies stewardship as one such doctrinal construct (among a range of possibilities), one way — but only one way — in which the Bible can be brought to bear on contemporary environmental issues.​[19]​
3. Interpretations of the Bible are contestable
One of the important things about identifying notions such as stewardship as interpretative constructions, and not simply as what the Bible teaches, is that they are then clearly presented as open to discussion and debate. If we are simply told that the Bible teaches that humans are appointed as stewards of the earth — ‘several times in the creation narrative’, etc. — then there seems no room for disagreement, for different readings of the text, different (biblical) models of the human-nature relationship. Certainly none is invited. But if we identify such ‘teachings’ as doctrinal constructs, we make explicit the fact that our reading of the Bible is a construction, shaped by certain priorities and convictions. As such, the resulting doctrinal constructs should, as Conradie insists, be subject to critical suspicion; they will inevitably ‘distort’ both text and context, bringing certain things into focus, skewing or marginalising others, perhaps ideologically — that is, in legitimating and concealing the interests of dominant social groups.​[20]​ 
	Such an invitation to discussion and debate may seem to some a regrettable move, not least in the context of the urgent need to motivate real and decisive action to address our environmental problems. Better, surely, to give a clear and consistent message: we used to think the Bible said little about the earth, but now we realise it says a lot, and teaches us to care for the earth as stewards. Inviting dissent brings with it a loss of coherence and action. Maybe. But it is, for a start, a more truthful account of what reading and interpreting the Bible entails, preferable, in my view, to an approach which conceals the claims being made by interpreters.​[21]​ In part, this is an issue of power: power concealed (under the cloak of simply passing on what the Bible says) is more insidious than power openly claimed (seeking to persuade readers that the Bible is best construed in this way). Acknowledging that there are different ways to read and interpret also empowers ordinary readers and invites their participation in debate. But it is also an issue concerning how to find the best ways to resource a Christian response to our environmental problems. There is a whole range of biblical images and models that might inform an ecological reshaping of the Christian theological tradition. 
One example is the theme of creation’s praise, a theme found especially in the Psalms (e.g., Psa 66.4; 69.34; 96.1, 11-12; 97.1; 98.4-9; 103.22; 148, all highlighted in green) and briefly noted in Davis’s essay (p. I-64).​[22]​ Rather than viewing praise of God as a distinctively human vocation, this material might invite us to see this calling as one of joining in — belatedly, as Karl Barth puts it, on the part of humanity — the chorus of praise which the whole of creation, ‘even the smallest creatures’, offers to God.​[23]​ Yet the Green Subject Index does not include an entry on ‘praise’, and the Concordance lists only eight references under this heading, only one of which is from the Psalms (150.6). Why has this theme been so neglected? 
To take another example, God’s closing speeches in the book of Job (38–41) offer a powerful critique of human self-importance (as Dave Bookless notes in his introduction [p. I-20-21], along with other ecotheologians).​[24]​ But in so doing, as Norman Habel has suggested, it offers a different picture from, even a challenge to, the dominion (or ‘stewardship’) model drawn from Genesis 1: the ‘Wisdom tradition in Job 38–39 challenges and apparently subverts the so-called royal dominion tradition… represented in the Genesis text’.​[25]​ In short, acknowledging that interpretations of the Bible are contestable can help to open up more space for consideration of alternative models, and appreciation of the diverse possibilities the biblical texts have to offer.
Conclusion
For all these reasons, then, the basic aim of The Green Bible — to reveal God’s message of care for the earth by highlighting relevant texts in green — is fundamentally flawed. Highlighting earth-related texts may serve some limited purpose, drawing readers’ attention to passages that it might be pertinent to think about in connection with environmental issues. But this is, as the editors make clear, only a selection of such texts, so the reader does not get a comprehensive picture. More seriously, even these selected texts give no clear or univocal teaching about Christian responsibility for the earth. The texts yield only an ambivalent message, or set of messages, which can only form a coherent pro-earth theology when interpreted constructively in a particular way. A reader of the Bible, even of (only) the texts in green, might conclude that God has given humanity the right to rule the earth, and promises to rescue the righteous from the earth before finally setting it ablaze. By claiming that a clear ‘green’ message emerges from the references alone, and thus concealing the work of interpretation that is necessary, The Green Bible reflects and perpetuates the myth that the Bible speaks with a clear message if only readers line up the relevant texts and read them. Interpreters who tell readers what that message is (a clear enough indication that the texts themselves do not in fact tell it) mask the need for this constructive work of interpretation when they claim to pass on what the Bible teaches, rather than inviting readers explicitly into a process of making meaning, in which interpretations are inevitably contestable. In fact, this volume — with its accompanying essays and bible studies — provides a fine and accessible set of resources to do precisely that. But it is a shame that the core of the project does not reflect or convey what seems to me an inescapable truth: that constructive, imaginative, scientifically-informed, theological engagement is necessary to deal with the ambivalent material the Bible contains regarding the earth.​[26]​ A message — and certainly a pro-earth message — does not come direct from the Bible, but only from an interpreted Bible.
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